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Michael Noble, Fresh Energy blog

While watching Senate energy negotiations stall, collapse, and enter the critical life support
phase, I didn't take the time to flag a good energy bill my legislators introduced July 21. The
bill's goal is to keep you cool in the summer and warm in the winter - without warming your
children's world - by promoting thermal renewable energy.

  

When most folks say renewable energy, they mean renewable electricity like solar PV and wind
power, or renewable fuels like the next generation of biodiesel and ethanol. Thermal renewable
energy could include a solar water heater that transfers the energy from the sun to domestic
water or into your house's radiator system. Good renewable thermal energy could also include
sustainable-yield biomass energy for boilers. Or biomass-powered combined-heat-and-power
plants (CHP). A CHP plant generates electricity, and at the same time uses the waste heat for
thermal energy in industry, commercial buildings or homes.

  

What if a whole urban business district was heated on a bone-chilling winter day without fossil
fuels? What if no coal or natural gas was burned to cool your downtown on the hottest day of
August? I am fortunate to work in the historic Hamm Building on St. Paul's beautiful Rice Park,
and my office is kept comfortable by renewable energy. District Energy of St. Paul serves all the
downtown buildings and the state Capitol, making energy from trimmings of trees on St. Paul's
old boulevards and streets and clean wood waste from around the metro area. Owners of Saint
Paul's downtown buildings do not have to maintain creaky old boilers or roof top air
conditioners. District energy systems like St. Paul's have been in the U.S. for more than 100
years, but very few are running on renewable energy like mine.

  

My United States Senator Al Franken and my Congresswoman Betty McCollum wants to see
this kind of renewable energy spread across America.

  

The bipartisan Thermal Renewable Energy and Efficiency Act (TREEA) by senators Al Franken
and Kit Bond and representatives Betty McCollum and Jay Inslee expands support for
renewable energy used in district heating and cooling systems throughout the country.

  

Nearly one-third of all energy used in the U.S. is for heating and cooling buildings or used in
industrial processes. It's more than past due that our nation's energy policy and incentives
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consider the value of renewable energy for thermal uses.

  

TREEA would achieve the following three things:

  

1.  Create a renewable thermal energy production tax credit. The production tax credit
(PTC) now in place encourages the generation of electricity from renewable energy like solar
and wind. Since the PTC has been limited to the generation of electricity only, America has lost
many opportunities to use renewable resources for thermal energy, like heating, air
conditioning, domestic hot water, and process heating and cooling in industries. This bill
expands the PTC incentive to thermal renewable energy.

 2.  Expand tax-exempt bonding. Under existing law, exempt facility bonds may be used for
capital costs of the buried distribution pipes for district energy system, but not for other
components. This bill would expand the use of tax-exempt bonds for all the parts of a district
heating and cooling system.
 3.  Expand and reauthorize the U.S. DOE's Energy Sustainability and Efficiency Grants
for Institutions Program.  The bill as introduced will

    
    -  raise the cap on grants to $20 million and the local cost-share requirement from 40
percent to 70 percent,   
    -  increase caps on technical assistance grants,  
    -  increase the funding to $500 million,  
    -  extend program eligibility to not-for-profit district energy systems, and  
    -  extend the grant and loan program through 2015.  

  

This bill will help create stronger and better district energy systems, and convert existing district
energy systems to renewable energy. It will save money for building operators - like my landlord
- by providing stable renewable energy, instead of suffering the wild swings of fossil fuel
markets. It will reduce carbon pollution in America's cities and industries and spur new
industries in solar and bio-energy renewable fuels, creating jobs and energy security.

  

I told Senator Franken's and Representative McCollum's staff a couple of weeks ago that I
wanted to blog about this. It took me a while to cool off after Senator Reid and President Obama
had kicked the can down the road on energy and climate, and it became clear that all but one
Senate Republican plus a half dozen brown Democrats can stop the national debate about a
better energy future.
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In business journalist Eric Pooley's riveting new book The Climate War, he quotes Al Gore at
Copenhagen saying that if the Senate would fail to pass a meaningful energy and climate bill
this year, it would be difficult to imagine how we move forward from that.

  

Let me close here by giving a shout-out to the even-keeled Bill Becker, my counterpart at the
Presidential Climate Action Project. Guest writing today at Climate Progress, he's the first to
think out loud about what's next.

  

And thank you Betty and Al for taking the best of Saint Paul to the national debate.
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